Serum YKL-40, a new prognostic biomarker in cancer patients?
YKL-40, a member of the "mammalian chitinase-like proteins," is expressed and secreted by several types of solid tumors. The exact function of YKL-40 in cancer diseases is unknown and is an important objective of future studies. YKL-40 exhibits growth factor activity for cells involved in tissue remodeling processes. YKL-40 may have a role in cancer cell proliferation, survival, and invasiveness, in the inflammatory process around the tumor, angiogenesis, and remodeling of the extracellular matrix. YKL-40 is neither organ- nor tumor-specific. However, the present retrospective clinical studies of patients with eight different types of primary or advanced solid tumors suggest that serum concentration of YKL-40 may be a new biomarker in cancer patients used as a "prognosticator." Elevated serum YKL-40 is found in a subgroup of patients with different types of solid tumors, including several types of adenocarcinomas, small cell lung carcinoma, glioblastoma, and melanoma. The highest serum YKL-40 is detected in patients with advanced cancer and with the poorest prognosis. In many cases, serum YKL-40 provides independent information of survival. Serum YKL-40 cannot be used as a single screening test for cancer. The use of serum YKL-40 has not received Food and Drug Administration approval for use as a biomarker for cancer or any other disease. Large multicenter retrospective and prospective studies of patients with different types of cancer are required to determine: (a) if serum YKL-40 is a useful prognostic cancer biomarker, (b) if serum YKL-40 can be of value in monitoring patients with cancer in order to provide information about metastases before these are detected by routine methods, and (c) if serum YKL-40 can be useful for screening of cancer together with a panel of other cancer biomarkers and imaging techniques.